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Description 

Field of the Invention 

The disclosure concerns electronic hearing protection devices that protect the user from excessive or damaging 
levels of sound, and is specifically concerned with the need of the user to hear and understand conversation or other 
communications in a noisy environment. 

Background , 

The human ear is very sensitive to damage by high levels of noise, including damage caused by high amplitude 
bursts of noise, and by long term exposure to high levels of noise. Various devices for protecting the ear from excessive 
levels of sound have therefore been developed. However, in addition to requiring ear protection in a noisy environment, 
a user often must be able to hear and understand certain sounds/such as conversation, warning sirens or other com- 
munication, while in the noisy environment. Such a situation can arise in a factory or other environment with high and 
potentially damaging levels of background noise. 

To address this situation, various devices (for example as discussed in DE-A- 2 460 535, US-A-5 027 410 or US- 
A-3 952 158) have utilized signal processing techniques in attempts to suppress unwanted noise while still allowing 
the user to hear desired sounds. Th^sR techniques have included low pass filtering or a combination of low and high 
pass filtering, as well as attenuation of large amplitude audio signals. However, these techniques often attenuate or 
filter out frequencies important to the communication desired to be heard. In addition, devices that clip or reject some 
frequencies of the human voice can distort sound quality, and the result can be acoustically unpleasant and interfere 
with understanding. 

Summary 

To overcome the drawbacks in the art described above, and to overcome other problems which will become ap- 
parent upon reading and understanding the present specification, the directional ear device according to the present 
invention as defined in appended claim 1 and described herein protects a user from excessive sound levels while 
allowing the user to hear and understand conversation in a noisy environment. 

The present ear device includes an enclosure system for at least partially isolating a user's eardrums from back- 
ground noise, at least one directional microphone, an adaptive filter and a speaker. In use, the directional microphone 
is pointed in the direction from which the desired sounds emanate, such as toward a person with whom the user is 
conversing. Sounds picked up by the directional microphone are processed by the adaptive filter. The adaptive filter 
compensates for varying levels of background noise by adaptively adjusting the low and high cutoff frequencies of the 
- pass band, and by adaptively adjusting the amount of gain of the signal. Thus, the audio signal is processed in a way 
such that hearing and understanding of human speech or other communication are optimized. The device thus protects 
the user from damaging levels of sound while maintaining optimal sound quality regardless for the particular level of 
background noise in the user's environment. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

The various objects, features and advantages of the present ear device will be understood upon reading and 
understanding the following detailed description, in which: 

FIG. 1 A shows a simplified illustration of the present ear device, and FIG. 1 B shows a simplified block diagram of 
the present ear device; 

FIG. 2 shows the preferred directional microphone; 

FIGS. 3A and 3B are polar graphs showing the directional characteristics of the present ear device; 
FIG. 4 is a detailed block diagram of the adaptive filter of the ear device of FIG. 1 ; 
FIG. 5 is an electrical schematic diagram of the adaptive filter of FIG. 1 ; 

FIGS. 6A, 6B and 6C show simplified frequency response curves of the present adaptive filter; 
FIG. 7 shows the present ear device where the enclosure system is ear protective earmuffs; 
FIG. 8 shows the present ear device where the enclosure system is an earpiece; 
FIG. 9 shows the present ear device where the enclosure system is a hood; 

Each of FIGS. 10-13 show block diagrams of alternate embodiments of the present ear device: and 
FIG. 14 is an electrical schematic diagram of the present ear device. 
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Detailed Description 

FIG. 1B shows a simplified block diagram of the present ear device 100. Ear device 100 includes an enclosure 
system 102, directional microphone 104, adaptive filter 106 and a speaker 1.08. As described in more detail below, 
s enclosure system 102 can include protective ear muffs, earpiece, a hood or other ear protective device which at least 
partially isolates a user from damaging sound levels. Preferably the enclosure means provides a high degree of iso- 
lation, e.g., such as 20 to 30 dB. However, it shall be understood that any degree of isolation, whether greater than or 
less than 20 to 30 dB, may be appropriate for a given application. 

The preferred ear device 100 shown in FIG. 1 Aalso includes at least one directional microphone 104. The use of 

10 a directional microphone 104 in the present ear device 100 provides several advantages. First, being directional, mi- 
crophone 104 only picks up sounds originating from a certain range about the direction in which the microphone is 
pointed. This greatly eliminates much of the noise which may be present in the user's environment, as such noise often 
emanates from many directions at once. 

The degree of directionality of the directional microphone 104 is preferably adjustable so that unwanted noise can 

is be reduced to a level necessary to protect the user from damaging sound levels and to filter out sounds that inhibit 
speech intelligibility. Ideally, noises are attenuated by the directionality of the microphone only to the extent necessary 
to accomplish those purposes, thus allowing the user to hear a variety of sounds such as warning calls or sounds that 
may come from various directions. 

The directional microphone 104 is also preferably adjustable by the user to permit the microphone to be pointed 

20 in.any direction. In a typical situation, the directional microphone is pointed in the direction faced by the user toward a 
person with whom they are conversing. In another situation, a firefighter might wish to hear persons only directly to 
the rear, while noises created by a fire to the front are being attenuated. In other situations, it may be desirable to 
employ two directional microphones, one pointed forwardly and the other rearwardly In other situations, the user may 
need to hear voices coming from the side rather than from the front or rear The ability to adjust the direction in which 

25 the microphone is pointed allows the user to adapt the present ear device to the changing nature of such conditions. 

In some other applications, however, it may be desirable to permit adjustments to the present ear device to be 
made only by a qualified industrial hygienist to guard against accidental injury to the wearer's hearing. , 

FIG. 2 shows a preferred directional microphone 104. The directional microphone 104 has a cylindrical housing 
30 in which is mounted a directional microphone cartridge 32 having wire leads 34 by which the cartridge 32 is connected 

30 to the adaptive filter 106. Telescopically mounted on the housing 30 is a shroud 36 which adjusts the degree of direc- 
tionality of the microphone by changing the spacing between the front port 37 and the rear port 38. In the preferred 
embodiment, the string length (defined as the external distance from one radius beyond the center pointof front port 
37 following the outside surface of shroud 36 and housing 30 to one radius beyond the center point of rear port 38) of 
the directional microphone 104 is adjustable between 32 and 47 mm. 

35 FIG. 3A shows log polar response patterns produced by adjustment of the shroud 36 of the preferred directional 

microphone 104 shown in FIG. 2. Cardioid patterns 80, 82 and 84 show the response of the preferred* directional 
microphone 104 as it is adjusted from lower to higher degrees of directionality. The cardioid pattern 80 shows the 
response of the directional microphone 104 when adjusted for the lowest degree of directionality, e.g., with the shroud 
36 positioned for the shortest string length. The cardioid pattern 82 shows the response when the shroud 36 is adjusted 

40 to achieve greater rejection at 90°. This is achieved by moving the shroud 36 outwardly from the shortest string length 
position. The cardioid pattern 84 shows a response when the shroud is adjusted to the longest string length. In this 
case, the result is greater rejection at 110°. 

FIG. 3B shows the log polar response patterns of a microphone system employing two directional microphones 
where the microphones are pointed in opposite directions. The cardioid patterns 70 and 72 are response patterns 

45 produced by each of the two microphones when they are pointed in opposite directions, respectively. The pattern 90 
is produced by subtracting the signals 70 and 72 of the two directional microphones from each other. The cardioid 
patterns 70 and 72 represent what may be the lowest degree of directionality at which either of the two directional 
microphones can be adjusted while affording noise protection, while the combined response pattern represents the 
highest degree of directionality at 90° that can be obtained. - 

50 Referring again to FIG. 1 A, the ear device 100 further preferably includes an adaptive filter 106, having low pass 

and high pass filters which are independently controlled. Preferably, the low pass gain and frequency cutoff are con- 
trolled by the amplitude of high frequency noises. Likewise, the high pass gain and frequency cutoff are controlled by 
the amplitude of low frequency noises. In a quiet environment,the adaptive filter 1 06 passes a wide band of frequencies 
so that transmitted speech possesses a natural sound quality. In progressively noisier environments, the adaptive filter 

55 106 passes progressively narrower bands of frequencies such that only those frequencies of the human voice that are 
vital to speech intelligibility or other desired communication are allowed to pass in very noisy environments. 

The ear device 1 00 also includes a speaker 1 08, which receives the processed electrical signals from the adaptive 
filter 106, and converts them to an audible signal for ultimate transmission to the user. 
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FIG. 4 shows a block diagram of adaptive filter 1 06. The adaptive filter preferably performs the signal processing 
tasks of adaptively adjusting the gain of the filter to compensate for varying levels of background noise, and of inde- 
pendently controlling low and high pass cutoffs in response to varying levels of background noise. The adaptive filter 
1 06 equalizes signals produced by the directional microphone 1 04 to afford a substantially flat response over the range 
s of frequencies needed to provide a natural sounding reproduction of aural signals such as the human voice. This 
ensures that the frequency range of the human voice is sufficiently amplified in a quiet environment and that noises 
within that range are not amplified past the upper limit of safe hearing in a noisy environment. Preferably the adaptive 
filter 106 equalizes frequencies between 300 and 3000 Hz. 

To accomplish the equalization of frequencies, adaptive filter 106 preferably includes an automatic gain control 
10 (AGC) limiter 110 that electronically adjusts the level of the signal received from directional microphone 104 to protect 
the user from damaging signal levels in very noisy environments, while providing a certain amount of gain to desired 
signals if needed in a quiet environment. Detector 130 senses the varying AC level on the output of power amplifier 
124 and converts it to a varying DC level to control the response of the AGC limiter 110. The user is thus protected 
from damaging sound levels in very noisy environments, while maintaining sufficient gain in quiet environments. In 
is addition, detector 130, by virtue of sensing the output of power amp 124, prevents over compression of the incoming 
audio signal which would occur if detector 1 30 instead sensed the output of high or low pass filter 112 and 114. 

Experimentation with the present ear protector has shown that when incoming frequencies below 1000 Hz and/or 
above 2500 Hz are excluded, the human voice sounds unnatural to the user in a quiet environment. To compensate 
for this effect, the adaptive filter 106 preferably senses the noisiness of the environment to control the range of the 
20 pass band. As a result, a larger pass band provides a natural sound equality in a quiet environment, and a narrower 
pass band affords the dual function of ear protection and communication in noisy environments. 

To accomplish the adaptive response to varying levels of background noise, the adaptive filter 106 includes an 
adaptive high pass filter 112 and an adaptive low pass filter 114 that together with coupled feedforward loops provide 
an adaptive bandpass filter. The adaptive high pass feedforward loop includes a low pass filter 1 32 and a cutoff control 
25 1 34, while the adaptive low pass feedforward loop includes a high pass filter 1 36 and a cutoff control 1 38. The output 
from the adaptive low pass filter 114 is fed into a user adjustable volume control 120, and a power amplifiers 24. The 
processed signal is then acoustically sent to the user via speaker 108. 

The frequency cutoff of both the adaptive tow and high pass filters 112 and 114 are independently and adaptively 
controlled. The cutoff frequency of the adaptive high pass filter 112, as determined by cutoff control 134, is controlled 
30 by the amplitude of low frequency sounds which are serjsed by the low pass filter 132. Similarly, the cutoff frequency 
of the adaptive low pass filter 1 1 4, as determined by cutoff control 1 38, is controlled by the amplitude of high frequency 
sounds which are sensed by high pass filter 136. 

In operation, the low pass filter 132 senses the AC amplitude of low frequency sounds (e.g., frequencies below 
500 Hz in the preferred embodiment). This AC amplitude is then used to control the cutoff frequency of the adaptive 
35 high pass filter 112 as determined by cutoff control 134. Similarly, high pass filter 136 senses the AC amplitude of high 
frequency sounds (e.g., frequencies above 2 kHz in the preferred embodiment). This AC amplitude is then used to 
control the cutoff frequency of the adaptive low pass filter 114. 

When the amplitude of the incoming signal is very high (i.e., very noisy) low pass filter 1 32 and cutoff control 1 34 
. operate to increase the cutoff frequency of high pass filter 112, thus narrowing the range of the pass band on the low 
40 frequency side. When the amplitude of the incoming signal is not as high, low pass filter 1 32 and cutoff control 134 
operate to decrease the cutoff frequency of high pass filter 112 to allow a wider range of frequencies to pass in the 
less noisy environment. Similarly, high pass filter 136 and low frequency cutoff control 138 operate to decrease the 
cutoff frequency of low pass filter 114 when input signal levels are high and increase the cutoff frequency when input 
signal levels are low. Thus, only frequencies most vital to speech intelligibility are passed to the user in very noisy 
45 environments, while a broader passband is allowed in quieter environments for enhanced sound quality. 

FIG. 5 shows an electrical schematic diagram of the adaptive filter 106 shown in block diagram form in FIG. 1B. 
In FIG. 5, IC1 and associated discrete components comprise the automatic gain control (AGC) limiter 110 and detector 
130 that equalize the audio signal from the directional microphone. The output of IC1 is fed to an adaptive high pass 
filter I C2, the feedforward loop of which includes low pass filter ICS and a variable resistor VR3 which, in combination 
50 with C22, forms cutoff control 1 34. The output from the adaptive high pass filter IC2 is fed into adaptive low pass filter 
IC3, the feedforward loop of which includes high pass filter IC3 and variable resistor VR4 which, in combination with 
C25, forms cutoff control 138. The output of adaptive low pass filter IC6 is connected to power amplifier IC4 through 
a user adjustable volume control VR2. Power amplifier IC4 and associated discrete components provide a flat response 
over the desired frequency range. 
55 FIGS. 6A-6C show exemplary. frequency response curves of the adaptive filter shown in FIGS. 4 and 5. FIG. 6A 

shows a response curve of the present adaptive filter in a quiet environment. The response curve of FIG. 6A is produced 
by combining the response from the adaptive high pass filter and the adaptive low pass filter to produce a band pass 
filter. The adaptive high pass filter passes a band of high frequencies above the cutoff frequency B and substantially 



4 



EP0 781 446 B1 



attenuates frequencies below the cutoff. The slope or roll-off of the adaptive high pass filter is preferably at least 20 
dB per decade. Similarly, the adaptive low pass filter substantially passes a band of frequencies below the cutoff 
frequency C, and attenuates those above the cutoff frequency. The slope or roll-off of the low pass filter is preferably 
at least 20 dB per decade. The gain I of the adaptive filter is indicated on the vertical axis. 

s in response to progressively higher levels of noise, the present ear device adaptively adjusts the gain of the adap- 

tive filter, and either the low frequency cutoff, the high frequency cutoff, or both, depending on the noise, to produce a 
progressively narrower pass band. The slope of the response curve for both the adaptive low and high pass filters can 
also be adjusted. This adaptive filtering accomplishes the dual function of affording sufficient ear protection to the user 
in noisy environments while passing frequencies important for speech intelligibility or other desired communication. 

10 FIG. 6B shows a frequency response curve of the present adaptive filter in an environment having more high and low 
frequency noise than that of FIG. 6A. In FIG. 6B, the high pass cutoff frequency has been increased from B in FIG. 6A 
to F in FIG. 6B, while the low pass cutoff frequency has been decreased from C in FIG. 6A to G in FIG. 6B. In addition, 
the gain of the adaptive filter has decreased from I in FIG. 6A to J in FIG. 6B to further compress the larger amplitude 
(louder) signal. 

is in environments having large amplitude low frequency noise, but no high frequency noise, or vice versa, only the 

respective low or high cutoff frequency would be adjusted, thus maintaining the broadest possible pass band and 
providing the optimum sound quality available in that particular environment. 

The limiting case is shown in FIG. 6C. There the pass band has been reduced to allow passage of only a single 
frequency, K. This limiting case may be used where the user's environment is so loud that speech communication may 

20 be impossible, but where it is necessary for the user to at least be able to hear other forms of communication such as 
warning alarms or sirens. In that instance, the single frequency K could be set to match that of the .warning siren or 
bell, thus allowing the userto hear this important and potentially life saving communication while still affording protection 
from the noise in the environment. This single frequency may be amplified to the upper limit of safe hearing for special 
danger. 

25 in the preferred embodiment, high pass cutoff control VR3 allows the cutoff frequency of the adaptive high pass 

filter to be adjusted within the frequency range 300 to 1000 Hz. Similarly, low pass cutoff control VR4 allows the low 
pass cutoff frequency to be adjusted within the frequency range 10 K to 3 K Hz. 

In the preferred embodiment, AGC IC1 and compression threshold VR5 and associated discrete components limit 
the acoustic output of the ear protector at a level not to exceed 85 dB. 

30 As described above with respect to FIG. 1, the enclosure system 102 of the present ear device can take any of 

several forms. FIGS. 7-9 show exemplary embodiments of the enclosure system 102. FIG. 7 shows an embodiment 
of the present ear device 1 00 in which the enclosure system includes ear protecting earmuffs 200. Earmuffs.200 include 
a pair of earpieces 202, each equipped with an ear seal 204, a directional microphone 104, a power supply 206,' an 
adaptive filter 106 and a speaker 108. 

35 FIG. 8 shows an embodiment of the present ear device in which the enclosure system 102 is formed of an ear 

protecting earplug 220 which is constructed in a manner similar to the in-the-ear hearing aid shown in FIG. 1 of coas- 
signed U.S. Pat. No. 4,969,534 (Kolpe et al). Earplug 220 has a molded plastic casing 222 from which a screw thread 
224 projects. A user-disposable sleeve 226 consists of retarded recovery foam 228 mounted on a flexible, elongated 
plastic duct 230. When the sleeve 226 is threaded onto the screw thread 224, the foam 228 comes to rest against the 

40 casing 222 as shown. Mounted within the casing 222 are speaker 108, adaptive filter 106, and a power source 232. A 
directional microphone 104 is mounted on the external surface of the casing by a universal joint 234 that permits a 
user to adjust the direction in which the microphone is pointed. 

FIG. 9 shows an embodiment of the present ear device in which the enclosure system is formed of a hood 240. 
Mounted on the exterior of the hood is a directional microphone 104, and mounted within the hood adjacent each of 

45 the wearer's ears are adaptive filter 1 06 and a speaker 1 08 (not shown), each of which is connected to the microphone 
104 in the manner described herein. 

The present ear device described thus far and as specifically shown in FIGS. 4 and 5 can take a number of other 
forms. FIGS. 10-13 show alternate embodiments of the adaptive filter of the present ear device. It shall be understood, 
however, that other structural changes could also be made without departing from the spirit and scope of the present 

50 invention. In the circuitry of FIG. 10, adaptive filter 205 includes an adaptive high pass filter 208 and an adaptive low 
pass filter 210 that together with coupled feedback loops provide an adaptive band pass filter. Feedback control of the 
adaptive high pass filter 208 consists of a low pass filter 209 and cutoff control 207, and feedback control of the adaptive 
low pass filter 210 is provided by a high pass filter 216 and an cutoff control 214. Output of the adaptive bandpass filter 
is fed into an AGC limiter 21 2, which is controlled by detector 218 which is connected to the output of the power amplifier 

55 221. 

The circuit of FIG. 11 shows the adaptive high pass filter portion of the circuit of FIG. 4. It shall be understood that 
the adaptive low pass portion of the circuit of FIG. 4 could also be used alone. In FIG. 11 , adaptive filter 231 includes 
AGC limiter 233 : controlled by detector 242, and adaptive high pass filter 236 which is controlled by the feedforward 
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loop including low pass filter 244 and cutoff control 246. 

Referring to FIG. 12, adaptive filter 252 includes an adaptive high pass filter 254 and an adaptive low pass filter 
256 that together with coupled feedforward loops provide an adaptive bandpass filter. The feedforward loop which 
controls the adaptive high pass filter 254 includes a low pass filter 266 and cutoff control 264. The feedforward loop 
which controls the adaptive low pass filter 256 includes a high pass filter 268 and a cutoff control 270. The output from 
the adaptive band pass filter is fed to an AGC limiter 258, a user adjustable volume control 260, and a power amplifier 
262. AGC limiter 258 is controlled by detector 273 which senses the output of power amplifier 262. 

In the circuitry of FIG. 13, adaptive filter 272 includes an adaptive high pass filter 274 and an adaptive low pass 
filter 276 that together with a coupled feedback loop provide an adaptive bandpass filter Feedback contol of the adaptive 
high pass filter 274 and the adaptive low pass filter 276 is based on the signal level at the output of the low pass filter 
276, the feedback loop includes AC/DC converter 284. Output of the adaptive bandpass filter is fed into an AGC limiter 
278, an adjustable volume control 280, and a power amplifier 282. AGC limiter 278 is controlled by detector 286 which 
senses the output of power amplifier 282. 

FIG. 14 shows a detailed electronic schematic diagram of the ear device shown in FIG. 11. In addition to the circuit 
components described above with respect to FIG. 5, the circuit of FIG. 14 also includes an adaptive compression circuit 
including capacitors C20, C21 , C22 and resistor R12. The adaptive compression circuit allows the present ear device 
to adapt not only to varying amplitudes of noise, but also to other characteristics of the background noise in the user's 
environment. The adaptive compression circuit adapts to these other environmental characteristics to control the re- 
sponse time of the AGC limiter U3. The response time of AGO limiter t J3 js defined as the amount of time required for 
the output of the AGC to react to the input. In certain environments, it is desirable for the output to follow the input very 
closely. Under other conditions, however, it is desirable for the output to delay following the input for a controlled period 
of time to prevent a "pumping" effect. 

Four sets of time constants control the response time of the AGC limiter U3. The first attack is through C21 and 
the output impedance of the AC/DC converter in U3, the second attack is through R1 2/C22. The first release is through 
C21/R12, and the second release is through C22 and C21 and the input impedance of AGC limiter control input in U3. 
Preferred time constants are: 



30 



1st attack 


< 1 ms 


1 st release 


10 ms 


2nd attack 


50 ms 


2nd release 


> 1 s 



The short time constants control in the case of single isolated bursts of noise. In that case, the AGC quickly limits . 
35 the gain applied to the incoming signal in response to the loud burst. In addition, the short release prevents the AGC 
from limiting the incoming signal to the same extent after the burst of noise is complete. Under these conditions, the 
short time constants control the response time of the AGC so that the output closely follows the input, thus preventing 
overcompression of incoming signals following the burst. 

The long time constants become active in an environment where noise is more constant or the bursts of noise are 
40 very frequent. A printing press room is one example of such an environment. In this environment, the long time constants 
reduce the overall output of the AGC limiter. The two sets of time constants work together to ensure that the incoming 
signal is limited appropriately while avoiding an undesirable "pumping" effect. 

It shall be understood that the adaptive compression described herein with respect to FIG. 14 could also be used 
with any of the previously described block diagrams and schematics shown and described with respect to FIGS. 1 B, 
45 4, 5, and 10-13, without departing from the spirit and scope of the present invention. 

A prototype of the ear protector of FIG. 14 was tested and compared with several commercially available ear 
protectors. The microphone was adjusted to a string length of 32 mm. The circuit was constructed using the following 
components: 



50 
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U3 


Gennum Corp. LD502 


U4 


Gennum Corp. LF581 


U5 


Motorola Corp. MC34119 


U6 


Gennum Corp. LC801 


Microphone 


Panasonic Corp. WM55A103 


Speaker 


MouserCorp. 25SP107 



Two test modes of the present ear device were investigated. In the first test mode, the circuit of FIG. 13 was used. 
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In the second test embodiment, the circuit of FIG. 1 3 was operated with the switch JP2 in the open position to deactivate 
the adaptive high pass filter. 

The first and second test modes were tested in comparison to the following earmuffs that had been purchased on 
the open market: 





Microphone 


Type 


"Bilsom" 2390 
"Bilsom" 2392 
"Ely ex" Com-50 
"Peltor Tactical" 7 


omni-dir. 
omni-dir. 
omni-dir. 
omni-dir. 


monaural 
stereo 

monaural 
stereo 



The "Bilsom" units were available from Bilsom International, Inc., 1100 Sunrise Vally Drive, Reston, VA 22091 . The 
"Elvex° unit was available from Elvex Corp., 1 8 Taylor Avenue, Bethel, CT 06801 . The "Peltor" unit was available from 
Peltor AB, Varnamo, Sweden. The quality of construction of each of the comparative earmuffs was at least equal to 
that of each of the prototypes. 

Four volunteer subjects were found to have normal hearing at 500, 1000, 2000 and 4000 HZ, except that the 
hearing of one was slightly deficient at 500 and 1000 Hz in one ear. Each subject was seated in a sound room that 
was quiet except when one of two types of recorded noise was presented at a constant level (90 dB SPL) from a source 
90 degrees to the left side of the subject, namely 1 ) of a jackhammer and 2) of pink noise produced by filtering white 
noise with a.single pole low pass filter with a cutoff frequency of 14.5 Hz, 

Pre-recorded male voice speech sentences were presented from a source located directly in front of the subject. 

The signal-to-noise level of the speech was set to be intelligible in noisy environments at which hearing protection 
should be provided. Each subject was instructed to turn his/her head and to adjust the level control of the earmuffs 
until an optimal listening condition was achieved. At a constant noise level, the speech level was lowered until the 
subject indicated unintelligibly, and the decrease in signal-to-noise ratio for each type of ear muff at this threshold 
was noted. This was done with the two types of noise, each subject being tested twice for each condition. Throughout 
the testing, the subject was unaware of the identity of the earmuffs. Mean, normalized test results are reported in Table I. 

Table I 



(Threshold of Intelligibility) 




Decrease in dB under 


Earmuffs of 


Pink noise 


Jackhammer 


First Test Mode 


15 


13 


Second Test Mode 


.14 


14 


"Bilsom" 2390 


11 


11 


"Bilsom" 2392 


9 


12 


"Elvex" Com-50 ' 


5 


7 


"Peltor Tactical" 7 


9 


12 



The tests reported in Table I show that the prototype earmuffs enabled the user ta understand recorded speech 
at lower signal-to-noise ratios than did the commercial earmuffs in both thepink noise and jackhammer environments. 

Each subject next rated the quality of the speech on a scale of 1 to 10 (1 = poorest speech quality) under each 
noise condition for each of the earmuffs tested. However, the noise level at which each earmuff was tested was set at 
the threshold of intelligibility for that earmuff. Thus, the signal-to-noise ratio of the first and second test modes of the 
present invention was much lower than that for the other earmuffs tested. The subject also judged the quality of the. 
speech in a quiet environment. Mean, normalized test results are reported in Table II. 

Table II 





Speech Quality Ratings under 


Earmuffs 


Quiet 


Pink Noise 


Jackhammer 


First Test Mode 


7.0 


5.8 


5.1 


Second Test Mode 


6.3 * 


5.2 . 


5.1 


"Bilsom" 2390 


7.1 


5.5 


5.5 
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Table I! (continued) 



5 





Speech Quality Ratings under 


Earmuffs 


Quiet 


Pink Noise 


Jackhammer 


"Bilsorn" 2392 


6.5 


5.5 


5.7 


"Elvex" Com-50 


6.1 


4.2 


4.6 


"Peltor Tactical" 7 


7.5 


6.1 


5 -7 



10 The tests reported in Table II show that the prototype earmuffs of each of the first and second test embodiments 

provided to the user a sound quality substantially equivalent to or better than the other earmuffs tested even though 
the sound qualities were judged in the noisy environments with lower singal-to-noise ratios than were used when 
judging the other earmuffs. 

As will be understood by those skilled in the art, various combinations of microphones, high and low pass filtering 
15 and signal processing can be employed in the present ear device without departing from the scope of the present 
invention as defined by the appended claims. 



Claims 
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1. A device for protecting a user's ears from excessive levels of sound while permitting the user to hear desired 
sounds in a noisy environment, comprising: 

enclosure means (102, 220, 240) for isolating the user's ears from ambient sounds; 
25 at least one directional microphone (104) for receiving audio signals from the environment outside of the en- 

closure means; characterized by comprising an adaptive band pass filter (1 06, 205, 231 , 252, 272) , connected 
to receive the audio signals and adapted to output, inside of the enclosure means, a processed audio signal, 
the adaptive band pass filter comprising: 

means (132, 136, 209, 216, 244, 266, 268) for sensing the noisiness of the environment by evaluating the 
30 received audio signals and generating therefrom a corresponding control signal; 

an adaptive high pass filter (112, 208, 236, 254, 274); 
an adaptive low pass filter (114, 210, 256, 276); 

means (134, 138, 207, 214, 246, 264, 270) responsive to the control signal for automatically adjusting the 
pass band of the adaptive high pass filter and for automatically adjusting the pass band of the adaptive low 
35 pass filter, such that the processed audio signal includes progressively narrower bands of frequencies in pro- 

gressively noisier environments; and 

an adaptive compression circuit (C20, C21, C22, R12), comprising: 
- first time constant means for controlling response time of an automatic gain control circuit (110, 212, 233, 258, 
278) in response to isolated bursts of noise; 
40 an d second time constant means for controlling response time of the automatic gain control circuit in response 

to repetitive bursts of noise. 

2. The device according to claim 1 wherein the means for sensing noisiness further comprises means (139, 209, 
244, 266) for sensing the amplitude of low frequency noises and generating therefrom a first control signal, and 

45 wherein the means for sensing the noisiness further includes first cutoff control means (134, 207, 246, 264) for 

controlling the cutoff frequency of the high pass filter under control of the first control signal. 

3. The device according to claim 1 wherein the means for sensing the noisiness further comprises means (136, 216, 
268) for sensing the amplitude of high frequency noises and generating therefrom a second control signal, and 

50 wherein the means for sensing the noisiness further includes second cutoff control means (138, 214, 270) for 

controlling the cutoff frequency of the low pass filter under control of the second control signal. 

4. The device according to claim 1 sfurther comprising detector means (130, 242, 218, 273, 286), connected to 
receive the processed signals, for controlling gain provided by the automatic gain control circuit. 
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5. The device according to claim 1 wherein the enclosure means comprises a hood, ear muffs, or an earpiece. 

6. The device according to claim 1 wherein the automatic gain control circuit is connected to receive the audio signals, 
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and connected to control the signal level input to the adaptive high pass filter and the adaptive low pass filter. 

7. The device according to claim 6 wherein the automatic gain control circuit further equalizes the audio signal over 
a range of frequencies corresponding to the human voice. 

8. The device according to claim 1 further comprising an adjustable volume control (1 20). 

9. The device according to claim 1 further comprising means (36) for adjusting the degree of directionality of the 
microphone. 



Patentanspruche 

1. Vorrichtung zum Schutz der Ohren eines Benutzers vor GbermaBigen Gerauschpegeln, wahrend dem Benutzer 
ermoglicht wird, gewunsc'hte Laute in einer lauten Umgebung zu horen, die aufweist: 

Gehauseeinrichtungen (102, 220, 240) zum Isolieren der Ohren des Benutzers gegen Umgebungsgerausche; 
mindestens ein Richtmikrophon (104) zum Empfangen von Audiosignalen von der Umgebung auBerhalb der 
Gehauseeinrichtung, dadurch gekennzeichnet, da3 die Vorrichtung ein adaptives BandpaBfilter (106, 205, 
231, 252, 272) aufweist, das geschaltet ist, urn die Audiosignale zu empfangen und geeignet ist, innerhalb 
der Gehauseeinrichtung ein verarbeitetes Audiosignal auszugeben, wobei das adaptive BandpaBfilter auf- 
weist: 

eihe Einrichtung (132, 136, 209, 216, 244, 268) zum Erfassen des Umgebungslarms durch auswerten der 
empfangenen Audiosignale und daraus Erzeugen eines entsprechenden Steuersignals; 
ein adaptives HochpaBfilter (112, 208, 236, 254, 274); 
ein adaptives TiefpaBfilter (114, 210, 256, 276); 

eine Einrichtung (134, 138, 207, 214, 246, 264, 270), die auf das Steuersignal anspricht, urn das PaBband 
des adaptiven HochpaBfilters automatisch einzustellen und das PaBband des adaptiven TlefpaBfi Iters auto- 
matisch einzustellen, so daB das verarbeitete Audiosignal in fortschreitend lauteren Umgebungen fortschrei- 
tend schmalere Frequenzbander aufweist; und 

eine adaptive Komprimierschaltung (C20, C21, C22, R12), die aufweist: 

eine erste Zeitkonstantenetnrichtung zum Steuern der Antwortzeit einer automatischen Verstarkungssteue- 
rungsschaltung (110, 212, 233, 258, 278) ansprechend auf isolierte Larmbursts; 

und eine zweite Zeitkonstanteneinrichtung zum Steuern der Antwort zeit der automatischen Verstarkungs- 
steuerungsschaltung ansprechend auf wiederholte Larmbursts. 

2. Vorrichtung nach Anspruch 1, wobei die Einrichtung zum Erfassen von Larm ferner eine Einrichtung (139, 209, 
244, 266) zum Erfassen der Amplitude von niederf requenten Gerauschen und daraus Erzeugen eines ersten Steu- 
ersignals aufweist und wobei die Einrichtung zum Erfassen des Larms ferner eine erste Grenzfrequenz-Steue- 
rungseinrichtung (134, 207, 246, 264) zum Steuern der Grenzfrequenz des HochpaBfilters unter der Steuerung 
des ersten Steuersignals aufweist. 

3. Vorrichtung nach Anspruch 1, wobei die Einrichtung zum Erfassen des Larms ferner eine Einrichtung (136, 216, 
268) zum Erfassen der Amplitude von hochfrequenten Gerauschen und daraus Erzeugen eines zweiten Steuer- 
signals aufweist und wobei die Einrichtung zum Erfassen des Larms ferner eine zweite Grenzfrequenz-Steue- 
rungseinrichtung (1 38, 21 4, 270) zum Steuern der Grenzfrequenz des TiefpaBf liters unter der Steuerung des zwei- 
ten Steuersignals aufweist. 

4. Vorrichtung nach Anspruch 1, ferner mit einer Detektoreinrichtung (130, 242, 218, 273, 286), die geschaltet ist, 
um die verarbeiteten Signale zu empfangen, urn die durch die automatische Verstarkungssteuerungsschaltung 
gelieferte Verstarkung zu steuern. 

5. Vorrichtung nach Anspruch 1 , wobei die Gehauseeinrichtung eine Haube, Ohrenschutzer oder eine Hormuschel 
aufweist. 

6. Vorrichtung nach Anspruch 1, wobei die automatische Verstarkungssteuerungsschaltung geschaltet ist, um die 
Audiosignale zu empfangen ; und geschaltet ist, um den Eingangssignalpegel fur das adaptive HochpaBfilter und 
das adaptive TiefpaBfilter zu steuern. 
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7. Vorrichtung nach Anspruch 6, wobei die automatische Verstarkungssteuerungsschaltung ferner das Audiosignal 
uber einen Frequenzbereich glattet, der der menschlichen Stimme entspricht. 

8. Vorrichtung nach Anspruch 1, ferner mit einer einstellbaren Lautstarkeregelung (120). 

9. Vorrichtung nach Anspruch 1 , ferner mit einer Einrichtung (36) zum Einstellen des Ausrichtungsgrads des Mikro- 
phons. 

Revendications 

1. Dispositif pour proteger les oreilles d'un utilisateur de niveaux sonores excessifs tout en permettant a I'utilisateur 
d'entendre des sons souhaites dans un environnement bruyant, comprenant : 

un moyen d'enceinte (102, 220, 240) pour isoler les oreilles de Putilisateur des sons ambiants; 

au moins un microphone directionnel (104) pour recevoir des signaux audiofrequence de I'environnement, 

hors du moyen d'enceinte, caracterise en ce qu'il comprend un filtre passe-bande adaptatif (106, 205, 231, 

252, 272), connecte pour recevoir les signaux audiofrequence et adapte pour fournir en sortie, a I'interieur du 

moyen d'enceinte, un signal audiofrequence traite, le filtre passe-bande adaptatif comprenant : 

un moyen (1 32, 1 36, 209, 216, 244, 266, 268) pour capter le bruit de I'environnement en evaluant les signaux 

audiofrequence recus et en engendrant a partir de ceux-ci un signal de commande correspondant; 

un filtre passe-haut adaptatif (112, 208, 236, 254, 274); 

un filtre passe-bas adaptatif (114, 210, 256, 276); 

un moyen (1 34, 1 38, 207, 21 4, 246, 264, 270) sensible au signal de commande pour regler de maniere auto- 
matique la bande passante du filtre passe-haut adaptatif et pour regler de maniere automatique la bande 
passante du filtre passe-bas adaptatif, de telle maniere que le signal audiofrequence traite comprenne des 
bandes de frequence plus etroites de maniere progressive dans des environnements plus bruyants de maniere 
progressive; et 

un circuit de compression adaptatif (C20, C21, C22, R12), comprenant : 

un premier moyen de constante de temps pour commander le temps de reponse d'un circuit de commande 
automatique de gain (110, 212, 233, 258, 278) en reponse a des salves isolees de bruit; 
un deuxieme moyen de constante de temps pour commander un temps de reponse du circuit de commande 
automatique de gain en reponse a des salves repetitives de bruit. 

2. Dispositif conforme a la revendication 1 dans lequel le moyen pour capter le bruit comprend en outre un moyen 
(139, 209, 244, 266) pour capter ^amplitude des bruits de frequence basse et pour engendrer a partir de ceux-ci 
un premier signal de commande, et dans lequel le moyen pour capter le bruit comprend en outre un premier moyen 
de commande de coupure (134, 207, 246, 264) pour commander la frequence de coupure du filtre passe-haut 
sous la commande du premier signal de commande. 

3. Dispositif conforme a la revendication 1 dans lequel le moyen pour capter le bruit comprend en outre un moyen 
(136, 216, 268) pour capter I'amplitude des bruits de frequence elevee et pour engendrer a partir de ceux-ci un 
deuxieme signal de commande, et dans lequel le moyen pour capter le bruit comprend en outre un deuxieme 
moyen de commande de coupure (138, 214, 270) pour commander la frequence de coupure du filtre passe-bas 
sous la commande du deuxieme signal de commande. 

4. Dispositif conforme a la revendication 1 comprenant en outre un moyen detecteur (130, 242, 218, 273, 286), 
connecte pour recevoir les signaux traites, pour commander le gain fourni par le circuit de commande automatique 
de gain. 

5. Dispositif conforme a la revendication 1 dans lequel le moyen d'enceinte comprend un capuchon, des oreillettes 
ou un ecouteur. 

6. Dispositif conforme a la revendication 1 dans lequel le circuit de commande automatique de gain est connecte 
pour recevoir les signaux audiofrequence et est connecte pour commander I'entree de niveau du signal vers le 
filtre passe-haut adaptatif et le filtre passe-bas adaptatif. 

7. Dispositif conforme a la revendication 6 dans lequel le circuit de commande automatique de gain egalise en outre 
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les signaux audiofr§quence sur une plage de frequences correspondant a la voix humaine. 

8. Dispositif conforme a la revendication 1 comprenant en outre une commande de reglage de volume (120). 

s 9. Dispositif conforme a la revendication 1 comprenant en outre un moyen (36) pour regler le degre de directivite du 
microphone. 
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